Going Home?
"Now you may go to East Tim or/' said the Indonesian official earnestly, "and see for yourself what the government has done there." President Suharto had recently signed the decree which, in January 1989, opened the disputed territory to foreign tourists after 13 years of enforced isolation.
We were sitting near the base of Mount Kelimutu, a volcano famous for its three coloured lakes, located on the beautiful island of Flores, north of Timor in the Indonesian archipelago.
The young m an 's com m ent was directed to w hat he had read of economic development in the former Portuguese colony. Little did he ap preciate the reality of Jakarta's rule in East Timor.
Shortly thereafter, traversing the hot dusty streets of East Timor's capital Dili, I was immediately struck by the pervading atmosphere of fear and ap prehension. Friends in West Timor had tacitly warned of the excessive 'security situation' in the neighbour ing territory. It became readily ap parent that, while the opening of East Tim or w as a ray of light for the Timorese, the dark history of Jakarta's invasion and occupation still cast a long shadow over the lives of the in digenous population and, curiously, over m any ordinary Indonesians themselves.
On 7 December 1975, when the In d on esian Arm ed Forces (A BRI) launched its full-scale invasion of Australia's small neighbour, it set in train a process of violent oppression of the Timorese of which the Santa Cruz massacre late last year was but the latest example. Apologists for Jakarta's military dictatorship claim the 12 November massacre was mere ly an 'aberration' by a section of the military. More than 200,000 deceased Timorese, were they able to, would hotly dispute this ludicrous claim. However, the ABRI understands very well the maxim that dead people tell no tales.
Unfortunately for Jakarta's generals, h ow ev er, m any tho u san d s of Timorese are witnesses to A BRI's crimes of the past 16 years. Moreover, foreig n jo u rn a lis ts and v isito rs recorded the bloody Santa Cruz mas sacre and brought it to the vivid atten tion of the world. In this sense, at least, the m assacre w as indeed an 'aberration' for the military, which has traditionally conducted its vendettas against the Timorese away from the international gaze.
The massacre in Dili briefly focused the world's attention on the human tragedy of East Timor. Indonesia's military government came under un p reced en ted in tern a tio n a l and domestic pressure; ABRI floundered in a welter of contradictory and in criminating statements. Foreign Min ister Ali Alatas, respected in some quarters, lamented loudly that some people overseas had the false impres sion that "the Indonesian government goes around shooting people".
Alatas' complaints rang hollow; soon after Armed Forces Chief Try Sutrisno publicly beat his breast in a speech to a seminar at the National Defence In stitu te . E ast Tim orese pro-independence demonstrators he described as "despicable"; they had to be killed and "we (ABRI) shall shoot them". Indonesians may control most of the guns in East Tim or but the vast majority of the indigenous population remains sullen and resentful towards them. Jakarta's changing of the repres sion levers from 'hard' to 'soft' or back to 'hard' again will not substantively alter this reality. East Timor is Jakarta's 'Palestinian problem' and the prob lem will continue for as long as the Indonesian governm ent lacks the courage and will to recognise the failure of its forcible integration into the Republic of Indonesia.
International pressure is critical to this recognition which, it seems, will only occur after the key architects of the failed policy, Generals Suharto and Murdani, have departed from the political scene.
One of the greatest ironies of the Santa Cruz massacre is that ABRI has come under unprecedented scrutiny and criticism from within Indonesia itself. The Armed Forces that went into East Timor to crush the people's aspira tions for freedom and democracy now finds that those very same Timorese have caused ABRI to be subjected to the winds of democracy and reform, fluky though those winds may be.
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